WHAT IMPACT DOES EXPLICIT TEACHING OF METACOGNITIVE LANGUAGE HAVE ON YEAR 8 PUPILS’ READING AND UNDERSTANDING IN ENGLISH?
· Assess quality of  reading and understanding outcomes pre and post-intervention 

· Assess the quality of pupils’ self-evaluation pre and post-intervention.

· Investigate the thinking process and pupils’ application of appropriate metacognitive language 
Summary

The Welsh Assembly Government has recently made changes to the 
National Curriculum with a new focus on the skills curriculum as 
advocated by Estyn (2007) in ‘Transforming Schools: A Discussion 
Paper’. The implementation of the ‘Skills Framework for 3-19 year olds 
in Wales’ (WAG 2008) has called for schools to re-think their approach 
to teaching and learning in order to meet the demands of the ‘new’ 
curriculum and address the learning needs of all pupils ‘in order that 
learners have experience of, engage in and master the skills of today’s 
citizens.’( WAG 2007a: 2) Consequently, this research solely focuses on 
the impact on pupils’ reading and understanding in English as a result of 
‘explicit pedagogy’ (McGuiness 1999: 1) applied to metacognitive 
language and the thinking process.  
This research was undertaken firmly founded in understanding of the 
theories promoting diverse approaches and beliefs relating to the teaching 
of thinking skills. Whilst the theories on approach may differ, the 
importance of the teaching of metacognitive language remains 
consistently paramount.  The findings from the literature review were 
then related to the context of the school’s present provision to teach 
thinking skills and the potential pedagogical reform required to ensure 
successful teaching of thinking skills.
Evidence collated during the research suggests that the explicit teaching 
of metacognitive language does have an impact on the quality of reading 
and understanding, the quality of self-evaluation and the application of 
appropriate metacognitive terms to the thinking process.
Introduction: Background and Rationale

The school is keen to develop its present provision in teaching thinking 
skills in the pursuit of becoming a ‘thinking school’. Previous 
investigation certainly highlighted there were a range of  ‘thinking’ 
activities being employed across the curriculum. However, what was 
equally evident was that the activities did not demand the explicit 
teaching of metacognitive language to equip pupils with the essential 
skills for ‘their future’. (Fisher 1995: x) Based on these findings, 
combined with findings from the literature review, the aim of this 
research was to specifically focus on explicit teaching of metacognitive 
language and evaluate the impact on pupils’ reading and understanding, 
in this case in English but skills essential across the curriculum and in the 
wider world. The research focused on a specific group of thirty mixed 
ability pupils in Year 8, including one pupil with a statement for Special 
Educational Needs, supported by an Additional Learning Assistant.
As a consequence of the literature review it became apparent that the 
explicit teaching of metacognitive language was the predominant point of 
consensus. McGuiness (1999: 1) asserts
Although theoretical emphasis can differ, the general framework now includes; the need to make thinking skills explicit in a curriculum; teaching thinking through a form of coaching; taking a metacognitive perspective; collaborative learning (including computer-mediated learning); creating dispositions and habits of good thinking; generalising the framework beyond a narrow focus on skills to include thinking curricula, thinking classrooms and thinking schools.

This premise is also supported by the Welsh Assembly Government  
commenting on the fundamental need for ‘developing patterns of thinking 
that help learners acquire deeper understanding and enable them to 
explore and make sense of their world.’ (WAG 2007a: 2) Furthermore, 
the Welsh Assembly Government join McGuiness (1999) in advocating 
the need to ‘focus more on how to learn, i.e. the process of learning, than 
on what to learn.’ (WAG 2007a: 3)
Having completed the literature review the above assertions certainly 
formed the basis of the proposed classroom based research, favouring a 
more infusive approach for the study rather than focusing on the discrete 
‘Learn2’ programme, examined in a previous assignment. By choosing 
this approach it was intended that the results would be more  wide-
ranging and accessible to all subjects in the secondary curriculum. This 
option was intended to primarily inform staff of the impact of explicit 
teaching of metacognitive language, whilst reassuring staff it can also 
allow the subject specific demands to be met as dictated by the National 
Curriculum Orders.
Methodology
Determining the methodology also required considerable background 
reading. Considering the research question, the need for intervention and 
time constraints, it became apparent that two methodologies would be 
most useful, that of action research within a case study. 
Background reading provided several definitions of action research which 
seemed particularly appropriate to the intended school based research. 
Action research has been defined as ‘a process of systematic reflection, 
enquiry and action carried out by individuals about their own professional 
practice.’ (Frost 2002: 25) The General Teaching Council for Wales 
consider action research as ‘professionals studying their own practice in 
order to improve it.’ (GTCW 2002: 15) The suitability of choosing action 
research was further influenced by Bassey (1998) 

Educational action research is an enquiry which is carried out in order to understand, to evaluate and then to change, in order to improve some educational practice (Bassey 1998: 93)
This definition is further supported by Hopkins(2002) who acknowledges 
action research as ‘disciplined by enquiry’ and ‘a process of improvement 
and reform.’ (Hopkins 2002: 42) Additionally, Bell (2000) asserts



Action Research is…an approach which has proved to be 


particularly attractive to educators because of its practical,


problem-solving emphasis. (Bell 2000: 10)

Bell (2000) continues that the case study approach is considered 
‘particularly appropriate for individual research because it gives an 
opportunity for one aspect of a problem to be studied in some depth 
within a limited timescale.’ (Bell 2000: 10) 
As previously mentioned, the research was undertaken in a teaching 
group of 30 Year 8 mixed ability pupils, including 1 pupil with a 
statement and support from an additional Needs Assistant. The group is 
also truly representative of the diverse socio-economic make-up of the 
catchment area. The research spanned 25 lessons in total.

Giving consideration to the research being undertaken by one teacher, to 
the focus of the research question, the time schedule, the outcome, the 
number of participants in a specific teaching group, the data gathering to 
be completed and the nature of the planned intervention, it seemed that 
action research within a case study would be most appropriate. 
Ethical Considerations
Before commencing the research it was important to address the 
necessary ethics in order to meet BERA (2004) guidelines for educational 
research. Measures were taken to ensure compliance ‘within an ethic of 
respect’ (BERA 2004: 5)and ‘confidentiality and anonymity.’(BERA 
2004: 9) In order to comply with Voluntary Informed Consent and ‘the 
condition in which participants understand and agree to their participation 
without any duress, prior to the research getting underway’ (BERA 2004: 
6) all pupils and parents were informed of the intention at parents’ 
evening and permission agreed. Furthermore, this measure enabled all 
participants to ‘understand the process…how it will be used and to whom 
it will be reported.’ (BERA 2004: 6) Additional consent was obtained 
from the Headteacher. (Appendix 1)

Methods of Data Gathering 

Further reading confirmed it is essential that data gathering methods are 
pertinent to the study being undertaken. As Bell (2000) asserts ‘the extent 
of your data-collecting will be influenced by the amount of time you 
have.’(Bell 2000; 102) This consideration was also taken into account 
with Bell’s recommendation for ‘more than one method of data-
collecting’ (Bell 2000: 102) or triangulation, to produce a more extensive 
study.’(Bell 2000: 102) Similarly, Cohen and Manion promote the 
‘advocacy for multiple methods’ to produce a more balanced and valid 
research project. (Cohen and Manion 1994: 204) The following data 
gathering method were employed over two reading and understanding 
tasks over the time span.
· Benchmark Data

The need for benchmark data provides quantitative assessment of the 
impact of the explicit teaching of metacognitive language on pupils’ 
quality of reading and understanding. The CATs and Fisher Family Trust 
(FFTs) data provide a target level for each pupil at the end of Key Stage 3 
which is deemed to be accurate. The use of the pupils’ levels pre and post 
intervention, in the form of marked final outcomes, also provides 
quantitative data by which to measure the impact on pupils’ reading and 
understanding. 

· Self Evaluation

The qualitative data collected from the pupils’ written self evaluations pre 
and post-intervention provided evidence of the impact on their own 
understanding of the thought processes applied during the activities. They 
similarly indicated the impact on the pupils’ ability to accurately employ 
metacognitive language in the evaluation of their reading and 
understanding in English.

· Focus Group Discussions

Further qualitative data gathered resulted from focus group discussions. 
All 30 pupils were asked the same questions in small groups to 
complement the written self-evaluations. The discussions focussed on 
both the application of metacognitive language by pupils and the reading 
and understanding of the subject specific material. However, due to time 
constraints, a random sample of 7 pupils have been cited specifically.
· Journal

Whilst appreciating journals, reflections and observations cannot be 
devoid of subjectivity it seemed useful to include the observations of the 
Additional Needs Assistant (ANA) with both the pupil she supports and 
of the class as a whole. With an awareness of potential bias the intention 
was to assess if her findings would support the findings of the subject 
specialist and teacher.
Interventions
Specific interventions were employed during the two ‘research’ tasks; 
although on reflection seem to be smaller components of a single ongoing 
process of the explicit teaching of metacognitive language. 

The first intervention was aimed at establishing which terms pupils 
already knew and could give examples of using them in English. Sets of 
‘mix and match’ cards were produced from a glossary of terms 
(Appendix 2) and pupils, in pairs, were asked to match the term and 
definition to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of 
metacognitive language. On completion of the task the pupils were given 
the complete sheet, in pairs, as indicated on the sheet (Appendix 2) to 
compare their results. To assess the pupils’ understanding a tally of the 
terms and definitions correctly matched was made from the 15 pairs. 
(Appendix 2) Only 2 terms were universally correctly matched, 
‘compare’ and ‘contrast’. This may be as a consequence of the frequency 
these terms are used in the study of English but also may be reflective of 
the frequency of  use across the whole curriculum. 
The next intervention was the creation by the pupils of a word wall 
(Figure 1) using terms and the definitions. Pupils were responsible for a 
selection of the metacognitive language and the creation of colourful and 
personalised posters. In addition to this pupils were requested to think of 
one example where they had employed this particular skill. Pupils were 
then requested to form a circle and move to another pupil to explain the 
term, definition and the activity when they had employed this particular 
skill. This was done in order to appeal to the range of visual, kinaesthetic 
and audio learners and develop familiarity and confidence with the 
metacognitive language as preparation for the two research activities.
Figure 1 only available on hard copy.
Figure 1: Pupils’ Word Wall

The intervention task for the first research activity was taken from the 
discrete thinking skills programme Alite ‘21st Century Learner-A New 
Beginning’. (Appendix 3) The reason for choosing this particular module 
was to maximise the opportunity for pupils to employ a range of 
metacognitive language. The pupils were given a wide range of 
information and conditions (Appendix 4) which they had to consider and 
in their groups present their new city ‘Newtopia’, based on the given 
criteria (Appendix 3; Appendix 4) and justify their reasons for the choices 
made, hence showing their ability to read material and demonstrate their 
understanding. In addition to this the pupils had to demonstrate their 
understanding of the metacognitive process in preparation for self 
evaluation. In order to support the pupils in this activity the already 
familiar TASC wheel (Wallace 2004: Appendix 5) was used. The focus 
groups of pupils were asked at intervals to review not only the progress 
they had made with the presentation but also review the metacognitive 
skills they had employed, using the word wall to support their application 
and understanding of the metacognitive process. Finally group 
presentations to the class on ‘Newtopia’ and their verbal self-evaluation 
of the metacognitive skills employed were completed and teacher 
assessed under the criteria for reading in the National Curriculum.
The intervention task for the second research activity was thematically 
linked to ‘Newtopia’ but with a focus on reading and understanding of 
literature. The task was ‘What do we learn about Winston’s life and 
Dystopian Society from the opening chapter of 1984? (Appendix 6) In 
preparation for this piece of analysis pupils had to research utopian and 
dystopian society as homework and disseminate their findings to the 
class. The groups were then asked which metacognitive skills may be 
required to complete this task. On completion of the extract being read in 
class the pupils began discussing and note-making. Again at intervals, 
pupils were asked for evidence of the metacognitive skills they had used 
with examples to justify their findings. The final outcomes this time were 
individual written responses which were also assessed under the criteria 
for reading in the National Curriculum. The self-evaluation of the 
metacognitive skills employed in this task was recorded in writing.
Findings and Discussion
In analysing the findings it seemed appropriate to address each of the sub 
questions in turn, the first being the quality of reading and understanding 
as a pre and post intervention.
Unfortunately the findings from the first task ‘Newtopia’ are a little more 
difficult to evidence in writing due to the outcome being made through 
the spoken mode. The task resulted in an array of materials being 
produced by pupils to aid their presentations, many of which are too large 
to include in the appendices. However, some of the materials made by the 
pupils for the presentation provide evidence of their reading and clear 
levels of understanding, in this instance of the electoral process in 
creating a new democracy. (Appendix 7) Every group, without exception, 
demonstrated their understanding through sustained and confident 
presentations, incorporating the multitude of criteria to consider. 
These qualitative observations are supported by the levels achieved by the 
pupils for this particular task. The table of evidence (Appendix 8) 
includes pupils’ target levels at the end of Key Stage 3, pre-intervention 
levels achieved and two post-intervention levels achieved. All assessment 
was undertaken using the National Curriculum criteria. (Appendix 10) 
Levels are subdivided with A (high), B (mid) and C (low) indicators. 
Assessment 2‘Newtopia’ records that the levels of achievement in 
reading and understanding had improved for 28 pupils, when compared to 
their pre-intervention levels achieved. When comparing the pupils’ levels 
to their end of key stage target levels 23 of the pupils had either already 
reached their target levels or exceeded their target levels, including the 
pupil who showed no change in achievement pre or post intervention. 
Interestingly the pupil with additional needs (Pupil 5) in fact has 
surpassed the end of key stage target grade. The 1 pupil who had dropped 
a sub level still remains very much in line to achieve the end of key stage 
target.
On examining the results from Assessment 3 in the table, the analysis of 
‘1984’ the results show a similar trend. The assessment of the outcome 
shows that 27 pupils had improved on their pre-intervention levels of 
achievement, 2 pupils showed no difference and 1 pupil had regressed by 
a sub indicator. When comparing this second set of post-intervention 
results to the end of key stage projections, it shows 21 pupils had already 
achieved or exceeded their end of key stage target levels. In order to 
further evidence these findings, a random sample (indicated in bold on 
the assessment grid Appendix 7) of the written responses on ‘1984’ for 
comparison with pre-intervention responses on ‘Framed’ (teenage fiction) 
have been included (Appendix 9), along with a copy of the attainment 
target criteria from the National Curriculum. (Appendix 10) It could be 
considered that ‘1984’ and the task set was much more complex than the 
pre-intervention character study on ‘Framed’ and that the explicit 
teaching of metacognitive language could have contributed to the pupils 
successfully accessing such challenging material.  
The second sub question relates to the quality of pupils’ self evaluation 
which inevitably informs pupils’ learning, understanding and skills 
development. Due to time constraints the same 7 pupils whose written 
responses were included in the appendices have been included in the 
appendices as specific examples for the assessment of the quality of 
pupils’ self-evaluation in relation to the impact of the explicit teaching of 
metacognitive language in both tasks. However, responses cited below 
have been taken from the focus groups within the Year 8 class. This has 
been possible and facilitated by the fact that without exception all pupils 
demonstrated a marked improvement in the quality of self evaluation 
indicated by the accurate employment of metacognitive language in 
evaluating their performance and the process employed. However, that is 
not to say a range of metacognitive language was applied by all. 
Pre-intervention pupils’ self-evaluations (Appendix 11), whether in the 
spoken or written mode, were frequently riddled with vague 
generalisations such as:
· ‘My work is ok.’

· ‘I liked the task because it was fun.’

· ‘I could do better.’

· ‘I need to improve my work.’

· ‘I didn’t understand what to do.’

· ‘I think I did quite well.’

· ‘It’s good to talk to each other.’

When pupils were in their focus groups they were asked the same 
questions to focus their self-evaluation on the metacognitive process.
They were asked to refer to the thinking skills ‘word wall’ to decide 
which skills they had employed and then to demonstrate the use of these 
skills with evidence from the tasks they had undertaken. Once more, 
without exception the pupils’ all included metacognitive language in their 
responses, supported by appropriate examples from the tasks. Such 
responses included:

· ‘We negotiated our roles to make sure we completed the task in the time we had.’

· ‘We had to assess if all of the religions had places to worship and shops to buy their food.’

· ‘I found it easier to prioritise important information to decide what I didn’t need.’

· ‘I had to select the most important quotes to focus on the essay title.’

· ‘I explained how the negative words gave the impression Oceania was a miserable place.’

· ‘I can apply my knowledge of our government to compare to the government in ‘1984’.

· ‘We have been successful with this as we combined our knowledge together.’

It is evident from the cited examples that not only is metacognitive 
language employed accurately but it is supported with comments showing 
the pupils’ understanding of how applying the metacognitive skills has 
impacted upon the quality of their reading and understanding in English. 
This was further confirmed by a repeat of the ‘mix and match’ exercise 
where all groups correctly matched the terms and definitions with the 
thinking skills ‘word wall’ removed.
Further findings considered came as a result of the Additional Needs 
Assistant’s observations. Due to ethical considerations the ANA decided 
to give oral feedback on the observations made. She was asked to give an 
overview of did she considered to be the impact of the explicit teaching 
of metacognitive language on the quality of pupils’ reading and 
understanding. She gave the following response:
‘I was struck by the quality of questioning which showed understanding of the task much more clearly. It was clear from the questions how closely they were examining the material. They (pupils) also used the thinking words correctly and understood the benefit from working in this way to their understanding of the activities and the process.’
When asked specifically about the pupil she supports and the impact on 
his work, the ANA responded:


‘What it gave xxxxxx(Pupil 5) was a strategy to apply to the task.

 He could see what he needed to do, how he needed to do it and  


 how these skills could be used elsewhere. By making it relevant 


 his answers were more detailed showing greater understanding.


 His levels show the benefit to him.’

Again it is important to note the subjective nature of journals and the 
possibility of bias. However, these observations still warrant 
consideration in light of the question how does the explicit teaching of 
metacognitive language impact on pupils’ reading and understanding in 
English.

Conclusions, Dissemination and Recommendations.
The findings from this action research within the case study of a Year 8 
mixed ability class certainly indicate a positive impact, despite the 
minority of cases where the impact was less marked, as a consequence of 
the explicit teaching of metacognitive language in terms of the quality of 
reading and understanding, of the quality of pupils’ self-evaluation and of 
the application of appropriate metacognitive term to the thinking process.
The nature of the interventions clearly focused the pupils’ attention on the 
knowledge, understanding and application of metacognitive language. 
This in turn enabled the pupils to apply the metacognitive skills to both 
the activities and the thinking process undertaken. 

However, whilst recognising this action research indicates a positive 
impact on pupils’ reading and understanding in English, this must be 
contextualised in terms of the time span and the relatively small sample 
within a large department and a large mixed comprehensive school. It has 
to be accepted that to gain a more accurate assessment of the impact of 
the explicit teaching of metacognitive language on pupils’ reading and 
understanding in English, the study would need to be far more 
comprehensive and extensive, with a much longer time scale.
Consideration of dissemination of the results draws attention back to why 
the research was undertaken. Not only was it a consequence of the Welsh 
Assembly’s ‘Thinking Skills Framework’ but also as a consequence of 
the school’s desire to become a ‘thinking school’. The findings will be 
disseminated to the pupils from the class and across the whole school. 
The purpose of doing this is to promote the importance of thinking skills 
within the curriculum and in the wider context. The findings will also be 
disseminated to the parents of the participants, not only out of courtesy 
but also to promote the importance of thinking skills outside the school 
environment. Furthermore, the findings will be disseminated to the 
English Department through departmental Inset and to the whole school 
staff via the School Improvement Group, consisting of members from all 
departments in the curriculum.
The question to be asked now is ‘Where does the school go from here?’ 
The findings from this small scale action research are to serve as a 
recommendation that the explicit teaching of metacognitive language be 
adopted across the curriculum. It is true that the explicit of teaching of 
metacognitive language had time implications within the classroom. 
However, with experience it was evident that the time given to the 
teaching of metacognitive language did not detract from the time required 
to meet the National Curriculum content specifications. Pupils’ 
familiarity with metacognitive language redressed the balance between 
content and the thinking process. In light of this observation the benefits 
for the explicit teaching of metacognitive language across the curriculum 
further enhance the use of time with maximum impact. Commitment to 
the indications of the positive impact the explicit teaching of 
metacognitive language has had in this action research has resulted in my 
continuing with the participants for another academic year in order to 
maintain the momentum and extend the initial findings of this case study.
In conclusion, the school’s present practice provides sound foundations 
for progression. Whilst accepting that there is much to consolidate and 
develop, it is evident that the good practice employed presently is having 
the desired positive impact on pupils’ thinking skills and the quality of 
teaching and learning. The ultimate aim of the action research is to be 
instrumental in the development of a ‘thinking school’ which is 
underpinned by the explicit teaching of thinking, employment of 
metacognitive language, assessment for learning and self-evaluation. 

These factors, combined with a shared philosophy and stimulating 
environment ‘embedded in the practice of all teachers’ (McGregor 2007: 
306), will be crucial to the systematic development and successful 
teaching of the necessary thinking skills preparing ‘pupils for the 
opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life’(Wag 2008) in 
the twenty first century.    
(word count 4399)
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